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Abstract
In this paper I will discuss the making of the short film, The Piñata, from its inception to
its path of being submitted to festivals. I will discuss the steps taken to complete the processes
of development, pre-production, production, and post-production. In each section of this
document I will relay the decisions I made during my experience being the producer, writer,
director, editor, and casting director of The Piñata.

Keywords: The Piñata, middle school, pre-teens, family movie, kids, Spanish, Mexican-American
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I. Introduction
If your life were made into a movie, what would it be about? I might have hoped for a
rags-to-riches saga or a tragic yet beautiful romance, but alas, my life does not stir such
exquisite plots. Although The Piñata is not directly autobiographical, it was born out of my
twelve-year-old birthday party experience.
Searching for a story last spring, I stumbled upon a stack of my old, college-entrance
essays. I gave my essay, “The Poignant Piñata”, a look, and the colors flashed before my eyes. I
was transported to the day I didn’t hit my birthday pinata, and I remembered what it felt like-not knowing how to speak the words I was feeling.
However, my high-school-senior-self spoke eloquently of the experience. I wrote, “The
first time I came in contact with the notion of ‘growing up’ was at my twelve-year-old birthday
party. The reason I didn’t hit my own birthday piñata that year was because I let my
schoolmates talk me into thinking it was not ‘cool’. Instead, the few of us sat inside mindlessly
staring at the computer—a much more suitable activity for preteens, according to my
girlfriends.
I could hear the excitement outside as the other party guests whacked the piñata.
Everyone was yelling and laughing and fighting over Snicker bars, Smarties, and Sweet Tarts. It
was difficult, but I resisted the urge to leave my sophisticated girlfriends and scramble for any
remaining candy.
After a game of musical chairs (which my friends also refused to play on the terms that
it was too babyish), my party ended. I was relieved when everyone left. My heart was aching,
and I needed time to think. I reviewed everything my friends had told me. The biggest question
1

I asked myself was, ‘What does it mean to be grown up?’ Does the term ‘grown up’ refer to a
girl that wears makeup? Does it mean you rebel against your parents? Does it mean you watch
R-rated movies and go to ‘grown up’ parties that have alcohol instead of piñatas? Are those the
things that are considered ‘grown up’?
I didn’t come up with the answers to my questions right away, but instead I gradually
began to understand what the answers were. I realized growing up isn’t simply appearing to be
mature. In fact, it is the opposite. A girl that is truly mature doesn’t need her appearance to
verify she has grown up. Maturity is understanding who you are, what is really important in life,
and how to treat other people. Most of all, a sophisticated mind understands childhood
innocence is a treasure that should not be willingly tossed aside prematurely.
I always keep this lesson close to my heart and try to savor every last bit of childhood I
have left. As I am preparing to go off to college, my life is beginning a new phase—adulthood.
Now, more than ever, I need to hold dear the youthful spark many people lose along the way. If
hitting the piñata means staying young at heart, then hand me the bat!”
With these colors and emotions, I knew I had the foundation for a short film I could be
passionate about. From my first draft until my completed film, the heart of this story has been
one close to me. It reflects a monumental moment in my own life.
The Piñata also presented me with challenges I was excited to take on. Working with
child actors is one of my career goals, therefore, I felt this film would be an excellent piece to
add to my portfolio as a director. It would give me the opportunity to work with five child
actors.
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Another element of the film that challenged me was the film’s realism. My background
is largely in musical theater, therefore melodrama and heightened emotion come naturally.
Understating emotion was unexplored territory for me.
Lastly, directing ensemble casts is something that intrigues me. I enjoy casting a net of
intertwined characters, as well as learning the art of ensemble composition. The Piñata
presented me with this opportunity, as well.

3

II.

Development
Once I discovered my story, I knew it had the perfect scope for a short film. When

looking for a story suited for a short film, I look for a single moment in time that holds a
significant weight. In each of the short films I have written, I have focused on framing a story
around a single moment shared between two people or a moment of enlightenment. For The
Piñata, the defining moment is when the main character sees what she has missed out on. I
knew she would watch as her sister hit the piñata in her stead.
When sifting through ideas for films I also pay attention for those ideas which flash
before me with a fullness of presence and color. Many ideas will come, but few have such a
clear, colorful presence in my mind. The Piñata was one of the few. Most of the color and
presence came from the opening sequence of piñatas. In my essay, I had listed an assortment
of piñatas—princesses, guitars, eyeballs, Dora the Explorer. There was my hook. In the first
draft of my film I started by introducing my characters and their world through a montage of
Mia hitting piñatas. From the montage we get a glimpse of Mia, Mia’s father, grandmother, and
mother before we meet them in the present-day. We see Mia’s joy as she breaks the last
piñata.
Then we jump to the present day—the morning of Mia’s twelfth birthday. The dining
room is decorated with a colorful banner, and the table is covered in party supplies. Mia is
finishing gluing tissue paper onto her birthday piñata with her grandmother. Her sister, Sofia,
sits at the table watching old videos on their mother’s phone. Daniela and Erik, the girls’
parents, are preparing for the party.
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When Mia’s school friends, Cassidy and Bevin, arrive, the idyllic peace surrounding Mia’s
birthday begins to show cracks. Cassidy sneers at Mia when she learns Mia still likes to hit the
piñata. Bevin agrees it would be better if they let the little kids hit it. They move onto giving Mia
a makeover and questioning her feelings for her neighbor, Jon. Cassidy continues to mold Mia
into her definition of being grown-up throughout the film. As Mia experiences this pressure, she
acts out against her grandmother, sister, and mother.
Finally, her parents call her over to hit the piñata. A moment before, she is trying to kiss
her crush, Jon, on the cheek but loses her nerve. After failing to live up to Cassidy and Bevin’s
dare to kiss Jon, Mia resolves to gain their approval by not hitting the piñata. She insults her
father and refuses to play along in the merriment.
When she returns to her friends, she finds they have been videoing her. They ask her
why she didn’t hit her piñata, and she yells at them to stop filming her. The film ends with Mia
sitting apart from them and watching regretfully as Sofia breaks the piñata open.
The great challenge of this script was its low conflict and its seemingly passive
protagonist. The movie hinges on Mia not hitting the piñata. Having a protagonist without a
tangible goal is an obstacle, and I wrote drafts where she goes back and hits the piñata in the
end. I also tried focusing the story around specific relationships. At first, it was Sofia, her
younger sister. I thought, “Perhaps this is their story.” However, the story began to feel lopsided. It began to veer from the truth of the natural growth Mia experiences.
Another revision centered on Mia and Bevin’s relationship. Maintaining her friendship
with Bevin was the goal I assigned her, but the script ended up with two climaxes. The first paid
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off the piñata, and the second restored her relationship with Bevin. Needless to say, it did not
work.
In several of my drafts, they play musical chairs after the piñata. Even though Cassidy
and Bevin aren’t up for it, Mia decides she wants to play with or without them. In those
versions, musical chairs was a means of redemption. It provided a way for Mia to learn from the
piñata and make the “right” decision. This ending came off forced; her arc was unearned.
Bringing Mia full circle in a short film did not seem feasible, therefore, I settled for
allowing the moment of revelation to be the goal. My goal for Mia was to get her to a place
where she recognizes she is at a fork-in-the-road. However, the goal that drives the story is her
desire to fit in with her friends. This fuels her actions and propels her toward refusing to hit the
piñata.
Determining the opposing force in the film was another major challenge. My first
thought was Cassidy, but the idea made me cringe because it meant making her a cliché mean
girl. It was much more appealing to round Cassidy’s character out and mold her into Mia’s
mentor. Mia wants to fit in and grow up; Cassidy wants to help her with that, even if her
methods are fairly twisted.
Mia’s family is the real antagonist of the piece. She has to hide what she really wants
from each of her family members. She lies to her grandmother, escapes her mother, pushes her
sister away, and confronts her father. Around every corner she has someone to hide from.
The character of Bevin was a tricky one for me. She always had the most mature voice
throughout the revisions, but her purpose shifted. Early on, I used her as Mia’s ally against
Cassidy. Then she became the prize Cassidy and Mia were both going after, but in the final draft
6

she became the voice of reason. She carries a more objective point of view, and she is clearly
more secure in herself than Mia or Cassidy. She may go along with what Cassidy is doing, but
she thinks for herself—unlike Mia. Bevin serves as a point of comparison.
The character of Jon was always a part of the story in some way, but it was only when I
received feedback that I should heighten the stakes, that I added him to the cast. What is
middle school without a crush? I knew I didn’t want to delve too deeply into his character
because there were already so many characters to flesh out in the short. I was content to leave
him as a plot device with his main quality being that he is oblivious to what these girls are up to.
The last major thing I would like to discuss about writing The Piñata is its structure. Once
I sorted out the proper goal and the proper ending, I wanted to give the script a proper
structure. The montage is the hook, and the first few scenes, before her friends arrive, are
expositional. I had many characters to introduce, so giving each one of them a moment was
essential. These expositional scenes do introduce the main conflict in small doses, but it is not
until Mia’s friends arrive that we experience the inciting incident/plot point one—Cassidy
asking Mia if she still hits the piñata. This is the first breach in Mia’s world, and it defines the
direction the story is headed.
Then comes the midpoint—Cassidy calling Mia a “bitch”. This scene marks the halfway
point precisely. Mia transforms into a different girl for the second half of the film. In the second
half, I gave Mia a mini-goal of kissing Jon to push things forward and raise the stakes. The
missed kiss is meant to be a low-point spurring Mia on toward the climax. She fails at kissing
him, and consequently, she is distraught with herself. Then when it comes to the piñata, Mia is
all the more determined not to hit it, because she does not want to fail again. When she heads
7

back to her friends to confirm she obtained her goal, she realizes she is still not satisfied with
herself. The climax is fulfilled, but Mia is not.
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III.

Pre-production

A. Producing
Once I had a solid idea, putting a team together was the next step in my process. I began
this process by asking one other dependable producer, Emily Poulliard, to brainstorm and work
alongside me during the early months of development. We met regularly during the summer to
discuss the revisions and our plans for the fall. Although I am productive as a producer and
filmmaker, my productivity hinges on collaboration and accountability to partners. Therefore, I
knew it was essential to start the collaboration process as early as possible.
Other than creative development, The Piñata was relatively simple to produce. Its one
location was my own home, funds were provided for by the Robert E. Nims Scholarship, and
paperwork was minimal. The main function of our producing team was to piece together a
creative team. Between Emily and me, we had many contacts to build a team with an excellent
work ethic and working relationship.
Fabiola Andrade was my other producer whom I began meeting with once the fall
semester began. She completed permits and coordinated with me to obtain the necessary
equipment rentals. As she is from Honduras, her critiques on the story were incredibly valuable.
I believe when crossing cultural borders, an artist should consult and include those who are
nearer to their subjects than themselves. I also corresponded with my filmmaker friend, Diego
Castellanos, who lives in Mexico, and we frequently discussed the development of my film.
Maintaining a clear and precise budget was something I had not previously had to do.
This was solely my responsibility. I developed a budget early on, and I continued to revise it
over the semester. I collected all receipts and organized them each weekend. I tracked totals
9

and then turned in the receipts to be reimbursed. I have not completed spending the remainder
of the funds since I budgeted for post-production processes and film festival submissions.
B. Casting
From the very first draft of The Piñata, its greatest challenge was the cast age and size. I
did not blind myself to the challenge it presented. Casting was the first thing we planned for
during the fall. I put up posters at UNO, solicited on Actors Access, and contacted school
theater programs. I also contacted several actors I have worked with previously.
I knew the process would be difficult, but I was excited and prepared to have fun. For
the initial auditions I prepared by looking up advice on casting child actors, and I received some
useful wisdom from Bo Burnam, director of Eighth Grade. In an interview, he related that
during his casting process he walked out and brought each kid into the audition room. His goal
was to ensure they were as comfortable and free to be themselves as possible (Prokopy).
Once I was in the audition room with these kids, I could see the challenge their lack of
comfort posed. It was important for me to look past their nerves and search for any evidence of
skill. My number one factor, however, was their natural presence.
Based on those two factors, I hosted callbacks. Improv was an important part of my
callback process. I wasn’t looking for parrots, but rather for ingenious actors who were free to
make bold choices. Having all the kids together and playing several warm-up games gave them
confidence. Following warm-ups, I put them into groups and tested their chemistry with one
another through improvisational scenes.
The entire casting process spanned a month long, but it was a worthwhile experience. I
was rewarded with an excellent cast and good working relationships with each one of them.
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C. Directing
My focus as a director is to ensure I develop a concrete understanding of the story being
told, and then, along with my creative team, I seek to discover a vision for the film. Once a
vision is determined, I then harbor it in my mind and continue to guide every aspect of the film
toward that vision.
During the development phase I was able to do much of my preparation as a director.
Once casting was completed and production was nearing, my job as a director truly awoke.
Storyboarding, rehearsals, and production meetings were all a part of my preparation. I will
discuss storyboarding in a few short pages under cinematography, but I will elaborate on
rehearsals and production meetings now.
Rehearsals were absolutely essential in the making of The Piñata. Thankfully, the
location being my home made the rehearsal process convenient and productive. Blocking could
be executed during our three days of rehearsals, and this sped up our on-set process
immensely.
The rehearsal period also allowed me to form relationships with each of my nine cast
members. There were many different personalities to handle, and I was glad I got a foretaste
before diving into production. One especially productive rehearsal I had was with the three girl
leads. My actors, Gracie Silva, Burgan Luther, and Zaila Matthews, needed to play believable
friends. So, I spent one evening with them playing get-to-know-you games, theater games, and
analyzing what each of their characters think about the other. This warmed them up to one
another and gave me vital information about how each of them thinks.
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In the same way rehearsals helped me communicate my vision to the actors and
develop relationships with them, production meetings helped me communicate with my crew. I
set up weekly meetings with my art team and production team in order to assess our progress.
These meetings imprinted the vision of the film into their minds and empowered them to
provide ideas. I would bring a list of my ideas, as well as a list of problems that needed solving.
Before every meeting I had to fight anxiety about not having answers to certain questions. I
reminded myself my job is to communicate and find answers; I do not need to have all the
answers.
D. Cinematography
My intent for the look of this film was to emulate the cinema verité style by using a
handheld camera for nearly the entire film. The use of iPhone footage grounded this as a choice
for me. I wanted there to be a certain feeling develop in the audience: the sensation of being a
fly on the wall.
With the iPhone footage, in particular, my goal was to call the audience to “think of
[their] lives through the lens of a camera”, as I stated in my thesis prospectus. It brings a new
perspective to a familiar video format. Do the stories people capture in their everyday lives add
up to tell a singular, meaningful story? The portions of the film captured on iPhone are
strategically placed to capture essential points in Mia’s journey.
I wanted the iPhone footage to be distinct from other shots and familiar to my audience,
so I chose to shoot vertically. I also planned to allow the footage to shift in exposure values and
composition. The goal was to let it be realistically messy.
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My cinematographer, Ryne Anderson, and I spent a few days storyboarding. We did
photo storyboards as well as video storyboards. He suggested coverage, and I provided the
overall purpose and function of each scene. I determined blocking during this process, which
then aided me during rehearsals. We finalized our plans by sketching out overhead diagrams
during these sessions.
The Piñata is the first film I have made where I explored options outside of what UNO
has to offer for equipment. Once I determined I wanted to shoot handheld, I knew we would
need a shoulder rig and wireless follow focus. I also determined I wanted to shoot with Zeiss
lenses from Panavision. Lastly, I decided I would prefer to shoot in 6K to maintain flexibility in
the frame in post-production. Shooting with kid actors has its challenges, and getting good
coverage is one of them.
Eighth Grade, Sing Street, and Princess Cyd were three films I gathered visual inspiration
from. In Eighth Grade I noticed how they stayed with Kayla as much as possible, even when her
dad was talking to her. It was an excellent way to illustrate how her world is focused solely on
herself at her age. It also helps us to get to know her very well.
Sing Street offered excellent examples of framing large ensemble shots. My film has
many characters and being sure to capture and track everyone’s necessary reactions was
important. Lastly, Princess Cyd had a warm, romanticized look for a very realistic drama which I
found intriguing. The soft light and natural beauty of the suburban environment shone through.
All of these were concepts I had going into production.
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E. Production Design
The process of developing the production design for this film was much like throwing a
party—cake, decorations, piñatas! We had to decide on the theme of the party, and I chose to
make it a Mexican fiesta-themed party, as to not distract from the rest of the story. I had
considered the idea of making the piñata a specific type of piñata, but I found adding other
characteristics to it muddled its symbolic meaning. The original star-shaped piñata was the least
distracting from the narrative.
The piñatas were my greatest concern for production design. Having homemade-looking
piñatas was essential. I personally looked for the first piñata on screen, the giant princess. I
went to Latin markets and looked through their selections of piñatas to find it, and my
production designer, Laura Duval, doctored it up. She doctored the others as well to make
store-bought piñatas look homemade.
My philosophy for the design of the film was to focus on the details of the home. I
wanted to be able to see the life of the family in house. Details, such as having toothpaste
smears on the bathroom mirror, having a door decoration with the first letter of their last
name, and changing the color of the rope during the piñata sequence, were essential. Luckily,
much of the house was already set with useful objects. Mia and Sofia’s room already contained
the majority of the production design needed. Touch-ups were the only thing needed.
F. Sound
Jonah Carmena, my sound mixer, was a great resource on this film. He works
professionally now as a sound mixer, and along with having his own eight-track mixer, boom,
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and a set of wireless mics, he also works at Sound Hard, a local sound rental shop. He was able
to get us quotes and deals on wireless mics and walkies.
I spoke with Jonah and my post-sound designer, Aidan Dykes, about the element of
sound design in pre-production so we could get any necessary elements for it on set. We
planned ahead to record several “walla” tracks of party-goers and children speaking.
G. Budget
$8,800 is the total budget of The Piñata. The budget was determined by the Robert E.
Nims scholarship I received over the summer. I felt no other funds would be necessary to
produce a film of excellent quality with the resources I had available. The scope of the story is
simple and centralized to a single location that my parents own. I also had access to excellent
talent, both on and off screen, who did not need to receive compensation.
The main departments that received funding were post-production, camera, craft
services, hair and make-up, and production design. This is the first film in which I spent a
significant amount on post-production. $2,255 went to hard drives and post-production sound
design. I allocated $1,385 to equipment rentals, and I paid my director of photography $500.
$1,380 went to catering and crafty, $520 went to production design. Hair and make-up tend to
be departments that I must extend beyond my range of personal connections, and I did pay hair
and make-up artists $100 per day.
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IV.

Production

Production was the most enjoyable part of The Piñata experience for me. It had its
challenges, but the process of collaborating and trouble-shooting with one another helped to
overcome any problem we faced. Because my first assistant director, Nick Manning, and I had
prepared the schedule well ahead of time, there were minimal issues. We were limited on time
due to fewer working hours with the child actors and cast conflicts, but thankfully the pieces
fell together.
All of the pre-production preparations came together as we neared the shoot. However,
there were a few last-minute issues to take care of the night before. I had a change of heart about
some of the costume pieces we had previously chosen, and I sent my costume designer out to
find other options and take them to my actress’s house to try them on. Ryne and I also spent
time fixing the camera settings on the RED camera the night before.
A. Weekend One
The amazing thing about shooting at your house is all you must do at the start of the day
is wake up and walk downstairs to be on set. My neighbor added to this convenience by
opening her home for us to use as base camp. The ample space we had to set-up was a key
factor in the production running smoothly. Crew and cast reported to base camp each morning
where there was a spread of hot breakfast items arranged by my mother and my neighbor.
Starting each day with a well-fed crew was incredibly beneficial, and my mother did an
impeccable job managing craft services. She not only cooked food but coordinated with my
neighbor and other family friends for food and meal donations.
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Call time on Day One was 9:00 AM for crew. I scheduled the small bathroom scenes first so
we could ease into production, which proved wise. I called Gracie Silva, who plays Mia, as well
as Anna Watt, who plays Daniela, for 10:00 AM. We decided to always call the crew an hour
before talent because it was important we were ready to shoot as soon as talent was done with
hair and make-up. Our time with our child actors was precious, especially due to Gracie’s tight
schedule the first weekend.
While we were shooting the simple bathroom set-ups, my art team used the hours to
decorate the front yard. My other actors arrived for a 1:00 PM call and were ready for shooting
before we completed the bathroom scenes. We broke for lunch at 2:00 PM.
The final scene of the day was Jon’s arrival, which included several of my actors as well as
extras. After having completed the two simple bathroom scenes, I was warmed up to direct a
major dialogue scene. I had slightly re-written Jon’s arrival scene to include some fun birthdaycandle sunglasses I found at Goodwill the day before. I felt these props would introduce Jon as
a genuine, thoughtful, and quirky kid, adding character to their encounter.
One of the great challenges I came across with my young talent was helping them change
up their line delivery. Often, they fixated on a single way of saying a line, and they would lose
touch with their character in doing so. Peter Basden, the actor portraying Jon, tended to fall
into this. After giving many variations of notes, I gave up on toning his portrayal down, and
instead, realized his goofy presence is actually something that works for the character of Jon.
I experienced this dilemma with all my child actors at some point. I would try to
intellectualize their characters, but what I found was, more often than not, I was thinking about
it from the perspective of an adult. Once I recognized my need to let them be experts on their
17

characters, I began paying attention to how their natural presences shaped the characters. My
main objective then was to make sure they were uninhibited and that the beats in each scene
were actualized.
I also realized giving the kids multiple takes would help me to edit in the end. Therefore,
on average I got about four takes of every set-up. I found this helped the kids to warm up to the
scene and feel confident. It also helped in creating variations, because in between takes, I
would give them one or two notes. I could build on it each take so they had time to process.
These takes were also helpful in giving me time to process the scene, decide on what I wanted,
and figure out how I wanted to communicate it.
Day Two of production began with a 7:00 AM call time for crew with an 8:00 AM call for the
three female leads. Call time on days we were shooting outside was determined by the
placement of the sun in the sky. Ryne and I had taken note of the shadowed areas around my
house at different times of day the final week of pre-production in order to plan our shooting
schedule accurately.
Our day started off a bit chaotically because we lost our make-up artist that morning to
the flu. It was also the weekend before Halloween, and nearly every make-up artist was
booked. My production was simple with these elements, though, and I opted to shoot the girls
without make-up, rather than waste precious time with them.
We shot Cassidy and Bevin’s introduction scene first. When the girls arrived, I had a newly
scripted scene for them. Burgan broke her ankle a week before shooting, which required me to
change the script and blocking. My plan was to ensure Burgan would never have to walk in the
film. This plan ended up working out, and it led to consolidated blocking in the scenes shot on
18

Day Two. Thankfully, all my actors were quick and accurate with their memorization and only
needed a few minutes with the new scenes before committing it to memory.
On Day Three we had limited time with Gracie, so we began at 7:00 AM, and we were ready
to go at 8:30 AM with our cast. We shot all of Gracie’s coverage first, and when she had to
leave, we finished off the coverage of the parents.
The adult actors I had the pleasure of working with were just as professional as the children.
They came prepared and were excited to be a part of the film. They were needier, however,
and wanted more direction. I was grateful they communicated discomfort when they felt it,
though. It reduced my task of having to discern it.
Turner Crumbley, who portrayed Erik, had to leave unexpectedly on Sunday, which
forced me to revise the scene when Sofia tattle-tales. Again, the adversity proved a blessing,
and it helped make things more straightforward. For this scene I also needed extras, and during
lunch I knocked on several of my neighbors’ doors, asking if they would allow their children to
participate.
At the end of the first weekend we were on time with everything. We then had a week
in between to prep for the following weekend, which consisted of our most challenging scenes
which involved child extras and more difficult content.
B. Weekend Two
I decided to start the second weekend with a simple scene, as well. We started with
Mia’s solo scene in the bedroom when she puts her toys away. Although I thought it would be
easy initially, it proved otherwise, due to lack of preparation. Scene four was the one scene we
had not storyboarded or blocked ahead of time. I also had not mapped out in my own mind
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how we would capture the actions in order to make successful jump cuts. We completed all of
the coverage for it, but what was meant to be a simple scene ate up a significant amount of the
day.
The one other scene we shot on the fourth day was scene eight, the make-over scene in
the bedroom with the girls. I also underestimated the amount of content we had to cover in
this scene. We divided it into three small scenes. The shooting for this scene went smoothly,
but toward the end, we ran low on time. I was intending on getting coverage on the RED of Mia
and Sofia fighting. However, we only managed to finish by the eight-hour deadline because we
shot the last part as single takes on the iPhone.
This was the first emotionally intense scene we shot, and I did find it difficult to help my
actors reach the intensity I wanted to see. In the moments before Cassidy calls Mia “bitch”, I
wanted to see greater emotional depth in Mia’s character. I wanted to witness something, such
as her disliking what she is seeing or, better yet, envisioning who she could be if she listens to
Cassidy. What I got from the performance is an indecisive girl who is trying to escape pressure
but is unable to do so. Although in the end I think it works, I believe I could have varied the
notes I gave Gracie as she looked in the mirror. I also should have gotten better coverage of the
mirror scene.
Day Five was our most elaborate shoot day. We shot the final climactic scene on this day
beginning with a crew call of 7:00 AM. Thankfully, we had excellent weather for executing this
scene. It was also very useful that we had timed out where the sun would be at different times
of day, so we could plan the best shooting order for this scene.
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This scene was also divided into three separate scenes, and we began with the section
when Mia smears cake on Jon’s face. This was the most difficult part of the entire shoot for me.
Looking back on it, I would do a few things differently. I would have clearly established Mia’s
motivation for rubbing the cake on Jon. It’s possible we needed to see the idea enter her mind
sooner. Because I could not capture the intensity of the moment in performance, better
coverage was needed. It would have been good to go in tighter on her face, her eyes, and his
cheek. Getting an insert of her cake on the plate would have been useful, as well.
Unfortunately, time was tight due to the ever-moving sun and the need to cover the rest of the
scene, and I was forced to move on.
We moved on to shooting the final part of the scene—Mia’s return to her friends. This
part was rather simple, and we covered it quickly. Next, we captured all shots looking across
the yard, from Mia and her friends to the piñata. For these shots we needed all the extras we
called in.
My production team and I managed to gather a motley crew of children from neighbors,
family members, and church friends. Their call time was set for noon, and while we finished
shooting the first scene, my production team kept the children occupied at base camp where
there was a backyard playground set. Once we called them to set, I felt the pressure of the
ticking bomb. I managed to get all the takes needed from across the yard. Before we started
the final set-up involving the child extras, Ryne had to leave.
Early on in pre-production, Ryne let me know he would only be able to stay for a halfday on Saturday, due to a wedding he was scheduled to shoot. In preparation for this, he
arranged for another director of photography, Hunter Thomas, to fill in. He also created
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detailed overhead diagrams of the camera and lighting set-ups. Because of this preparation,
Hunter was able to jump in quickly and grab the final set-up before the child extras became too
wild.
We filmed Mia’s refusal last. All the child extras went home, and we shot everything we
needed in mediums and close-ups. For this section, I let my actors rehearse it a few times with
the freedom to improvise. I wanted to make sure they felt open to new ideas and feelings.
Gracie tended to hit the same note of anger every time, and Turner tended to use humor too
quickly, without leaving a moment to let the weight of her words sink in. In the end, I was
pleased with the performances they gave for this pivotal scene.
Finally, the last day of shooting arrived, beginning at 7:00 AM. The iPhone montage was
the first order of the day. This sequence had pros and cons. We were shooting on an iPhone, so
shooting was very organic. It was no different than participating in a real piñata party. I even
allowed Anna Watt, who played Daniela, to operate the iPhone because I wanted it to look like
a mother’s video of her child.
One time-consuming con was that in between set-ups we had to change out
decorations, props, ropes, costumes, and piñatas. Another was that the Filmic Pro app on my
phone began to go out about halfway through the shoot. It took us some time to solve the issue
and to ensure we managed to get the coverage we needed.
Once we finished with the piñata montage sequence, we moved on to finish the final
two scenes, as well as B-roll. These included the dare scene, as well as the “Happy Birthday”
scene. Soon after we moved indoors, it began to rain. Thankfully, it hardly inhibited the
production. It did get darker earlier, though, and the final few shots of B-roll were hard to get.
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We framed the B-roll away from windows, and the grip and electric team shot lights through
the hidden windows. The final martini shot was of me listening to my father playing the guitar.
Then it was a wrap on the production. I noticed on this production, every department
took care of thoroughly wrapping their equipment. In the past, I micromanaged wrap because
the students did not have enough experience to be dependable. It was good to know, that each
day, everything was being inventoried and organized by my crew. Simple things like that helped
me to free up mental energy and focus on my job.

23

V.

Post-production

A. Editing
My goal for the post-production of The Piñata was to successfully work alongside a postproduction team. I planned on editing my film, but I wanted to get away from the isolation of
doing everything on my own. Filmmaking is a collaborative art, and throughout my years at
UNO I have missed out on that process during post-production.
I started post-production by talking to Grant Lambert, who was one of my DITs on set,
about coming on as a co-editor. I would not have time to work on the project over winter
break, so I asked him if he would like to take on the responsibility of making a trial string out
and a rough cut. He seemed eager to do it for the experience of editing someone else’s project.
I was willing to give Grant a chance as an editor, but I was not able to fully surrender my
project over to his editing. Initially, I let him take the reins with the rough cut. I was not certain
if this is a normal thing to do, or if the director usually has long discussions about the film with
the editor beforehand. I felt it was important to give him a chance to show me what his ideas
were first, before I began to direct them. However, I don’t think I factored in that he may not
have the skill set that allows him to see a unique vision for the film. Grant appeared most
focused on the basic essentials of piecing together the shots. He wanted clear direction and
specific instructions. Communicating vision and critique to such a great depth with my editor
was not something I considered originally.
After the rough cut, I began my role as an editor. I was falling behind the timeline I had set
for myself, and the only way to make it up was to speed through the second and third cut.
Every single day, one of us had the drive and was scheduled to work on it. I found it very helpful
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having a co-editor in this regard. I gave him simple things to get done when I was not available
to be making bigger changes.
The greatest challenge in editing The Piñata was the number of characters I needed to cover
in each scene. I found it difficult to find a rhythm that was not to slow, nor too quick. I also
needed to consolidate the reactions of each character. I had a plethora of good performances,
so it was often deciding what to keep and what to leave out that elongated the process. Once I
had completed my second cut, I could see the light at the end of the tunnel.
Initially, I only received feedback from my major professor, James Roe. I included his notes
and then showed the film to a few non-filmmaker friends. I gauged their response through
probing questions. I wanted to understand what was communicated to them through the film
and discover where any confusion may lie. After this round of feedback, I felt assured my
overall story was working. I continued onto my third cut, which I then showed to my other
committee members, Professor Laszlo Fulop and Erik Hansen. They gave me feedback, and I
reached picture lock after including their suggestions.
B. Color Correction and Grading
My colorist for this film was Carl Johnson. I worked with him last year on my film, The Art of
Love, and I greatly appreciated his skill and passion for color correction. Last year, I only had ten
hours to work with him on color correction and grade combined. For this project I wanted to
give myself ample time for him to work on it. I knew so much more could be possible if I gave
him the necessary time.
Carl worked approximately five full work days on the project. Because we had more time, it
allowed him to go into greater detail with the project. We were able to make creative decisions
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about the film’s color and look. We were also able to invite Ryne Anderson to the conversation
and get his opinions as the director of photography. I imagine the way this part of the process
has gone is akin to how the editing process should go when a director collaborates with a
skilled editor.
C. Music
After working on the music for The Art of Love last year, I knew I wanted to experience
working with a composer again, rather than trying to source music. I find it very rewarding to
work closely with composers. For this project my composer was Samuel Gonzales. I chose him
because I knew he has a knowledge of musical theory, he performs as a musician on guitar,
piano, and trumpet, and he composes electronic music, as well. Although he has never scored a
film before, I felt with his resourcefulness we would be able to craft something suited to the
film.
It was incredibly helpful having a composer who has a deep understanding of music
theory. We would talk about the scene, and he could immediately play a variety of options. His
main weakness was that he could not assist me with any understanding of what works and
doesn’t work in a movie score. It is a great experience to work with novice film composers, but I
would like to learn more about what a professional composer has to offer. It would be good to
better understand how the process should work. In my case, we may be spending a lot of extra
time reinventing the wheel.
It took me most of this semester to determine the style of music I wanted in the film.
The first song I felt certain about was a pre-written song Sam had that he thought fit the feel of
the film. We played it against the film, and it clicked at the part when Jon arrives. This discovery
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opened my eyes to the idea of using more electronic music. At first, I thought the first half
could be mainly on acoustic guitar and that the second half could branch into being more
electronic. This would mirror Mia’s character arc as she transforms into a product of the digital
age.
I tested our ideas for the music by putting some temporary recordings into the export
files I showed to my professors, Laszlo and Erik. Both gave me helpful feedback. Laszlo
suggested I reserve the use of music to spots where there is no conflict. Adding tense music can
take away from the intensity of moment, instead of adding to it. This described why I felt the
music in the makeover scene wasn’t working for me. I had it layered over Mia and Cassidy’s
moment together, but when I shifted it to the back end of the scene when Bevin returns, the
layer added a comment on Mia’s inner transformation.
The advice Erik gave was that the music in this film should not be too sweet. The
imagery already takes that approach, and if you put sugar on sugar you are in danger of missing
the rockiness of what Mia is going through. I took this nugget of advice, which I agreed with,
and did my best to translate what that could look like for The Piñata. At first, I contemplated
the genres of pop rock or rock. Most coming-of-age films utilize these styles. However, I did not
see it as being the best choice for this unique story. When I came across the reggaeton genre in
my research, I immediately felt more connected. It seemed to tie an undertone of darkness and
longing with a fun, upbeat rhythm. Once I introduced this idea to my composer, it inspired him
and the ideas that started coming out felt fresh. When I laid the temporary guitar track of the
song against my cut, my test audience agreed with me that they could sense the wheels in her
head spinning. Her mind is recognizing something, rather than resolving something.
27

The final thing we must work on is the song at the top of the film. Right now, I have a
piece of music I sourced from a royalty-free website in its place. However, I would like the film
to have a completely original score. Therefore, I will be continuing to collaborate with Sam in
order to create a song in the style of mariachi.
D. Post-Sound
Post-sound design is something I had in mind early on. I wanted to give it proper
attention because I feel it can greatly enhance the quality of the film. I spoke with a post-sound
designer in November, but I was not able to lock him down for the deadline for my thesis.
Therefore, Grant and I did the sound mixing.
We began by leveling the audio and taking out any tracks that were noisy or had
excessive amounts of reverb. We then utilized the UNO sound library to add in background
ambiences and sound effects. We also had walla recorded on-set to use for the party scenes.
Even though I think this is a good audio mix, I still look forward to going through it for a
second pass with a professional sound designer. I plan on working with Aidan Dykes on it in late
April. I want to see the difference it makes in quality and expand my knowledge of what the
process of sound design can look like.
E. Screening Feedback
I completed two class screenings for The Piñata by showing it to Erik Hansen and
Thomas Baumgardner’s introductory classes for screenwriting. It was a good experience, and
even though the film was nearly complete, I was still able to receive some helpful feedback. It
continues to astound me how much work goes into creating a short film and how the process
can continue on until the filmmaker decides to call it finished.
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Other than the helpful feedback, which included notes about the grandmother’s
interaction with Mia, subtitles, the lack of music, and a confusing audio element, the screenings
were helpful in checking in with an audience. I wanted to see how a group of people responded
to the film as a whole.
I sat in on the first screening of the film for Erik’s class, and I was excited by the
response. Overall, everyone understood what was going on in the film and what the main
theme was about. Depending on the person, they may or may not have identified with my
protagonist, but I found more audience members identified than not. Several people also
commented that they felt the interactions and events were very realistic.
I did not sit in on the screening in Thomas’s class, but it appears the film had a different
affect on his class. Based off the written feedback sheets, they all understood what was going
on and grasped the main point of the story. However, they had conflicting opinions about the
realistic aspect of the film. Many considered the content cliché and pointless. Several felt the
characters were flat and performances stiff. Quite a few of them were preoccupied, wondering
why Jon’s character was not more present in the film. For this audience, the ending was
unsatisfying, and they considered the film poorly written.
After the screening, I did make changes based on the notes I received from the first
screening. The second screening came too late for me to make any changes to this cut. Their
feedback was also not as constructive as the feedback from the first showing. It’s helpful
knowing the film’s weak points for future reference, but most of what they critiqued is set in
stone already.
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From this experience, I recognized the goals I outlined for The Piñata at the start have
been accomplished. I wanted to direct an ensemble cast consisting of multiple child actors and
based on the reactions from the screenings and other viewings, most have enjoyed their
performances and felt they were well-cast. Some audience members have expressed their
desire to see Mia stand up to her friends and hit the piñata. The disliked how it ended on such a
bittersweet note. For me, these statements reinforce that I chose the right ending. Many of
those who said they didn’t like it followed up by saying they understood Mia was simply coming
to a moment of realization at the end. This was exactly the reaction and understanding I was
hoping for from my audience. I set out to tell a realistic story that made the audience think and
feel.
One thing I did not expect, that I noticed during the first screening, was laughter. Even
though my film is not a comedy, I was glad some of the moments in the film naturally produce
laughter. Middle school is a trying time for most, and the ridiculous antics of pre-teens are
amusing when viewed from an outside perspective.
F. Festivals
I plan to submit The Piñata to film festivals once it is complete. I believe it has a lot of
potential as a piece for festivals with its short length and unique content. I think it could fit into
many niche categories. It is a female-driven story about children, and it contains a multicultural
element. I think this may open doors to festivals that prefer to focus on specific things.
As with my film, The Art of Love, I feel my primary concern is being able to attend the
festivals I get accepted to, in order to network. Therefore, I will be prioritizing film festivals in
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the southern United States. I will target cities where I have family or friends I could stay with to
save money.
However, because I have the funds available to me from the Robert E. Nims scholarship,
I would like to try my hand at a few top-tier festivals. A few I have on my radar are Sundance,
Cannes, Tribeca Film Festival, Clermont-Ferrand International Short Film Festival, the Palm
Springs International ShortFest, and Slamdance.
I want to narrow down my many options based on proximity, festival focus, filmmaker
perks, and prizes that can be won. If there is a possibility of getting a cash prize, then it may be
a more worthwhile investment. Some festivals, such as the Aspen Shortsfest, even include
transportation and lodging for their filmmakers. I want to ensure I am able to make the most of
the festival experience.
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VI.

Conclusion

The Piñata has been the climax of my work here at UNO. All of my films from the start of my
college career until now have built on one another. I have come to realize a distinct voice I have
as a storyteller. Telling stories that explore the bittersweet moments of familial, suburban life
has been a major through-line in my work. The Piñata fits into the same slice-of-life genre as my
other films, but it is more personal and digs deeper than my previous work.
I can see my growth as a director in several areas throughout my work on this film. Working
with an ensemble cast has been a goal for me, and I feel that I accomplished it in this film. I
doubled the size of my cast from last year’s film, and I still felt connected to each of my actors.
It was double the work but working with them excited me.
I feel my casting and directing choices were successful because when test audiences watch
the film, they understand the characters. Interestingly, I find different people identify more
with different characters, based on their own experiences and stage in life. We all view growing
up from different perspectives. However, the main theme I want the audience to take with
them is that growing up means deciding to be true to yourself.
I also feel I have grown in directing a crew. For the first few films I made, I had a hard time
understanding what my job was as a director. This was mainly because I was wearing many hats
and was overwhelmed. On each film I have learned how to delegate more of the work to others
and entrust them with the vision of the film. With The Piñata I was finally able to delegate more
of the post-production process, which I previously did entirely on my own. I believe the quality
of my projects have gone up because I have begun to collaborate more effectively.
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I have grown and experimented in all the ways I wanted to over the course of making The
Piñata. It was an excellent project for me to take on as my thesis, and I am satisfied with the
outcome. Just as my prior films led me to making The Piñata, I’m certain this project is a
stepping stone to my next film.
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Appendix B: Crew List
Writer/Director: Stevie Cavalier
Producers: Stevie Cavalier, Fabiola Andrade, Emily Poulliard
1st AD: Nick Manning
2nd AD: Emily Mouton
PA: Ian Glotfelty
Cinematographer: Ryne Anderson
1st AC: Amy Laws
2nd AC: Dustin Foret
Still Photographer: Ian DeBautte
Behind-the-scenes: Clint Sharp
Gaffer: Duane Prefume
Key Grip: Andrew Madden
Grip: William Inderkummen
Grip: Joshua Joseph
Grip: Griffith Goransson
Sound Mixer: Jonah Carmena
Boom Operator: Johnny Clement
Sound Utility: Scarlett Scalise
Script Supervisor: Anastasia Bennett
Production Designer: Laura Duval
Costume Designer: Emelie Morrison
Art Director: Catalina Correa
Property Master: Madeline Chenevert
Art Assistant: Reed Parker
Hair & Makeup: Adrienne Lopez, Rose Salvaggio, Jeanette Renee
Craft Services: Wanda Cavalier, Braxton Cavalier, and Norine Villarrubia
Editors: Stevie Cavalier, Grant Lambert
Colorist: Carl Johnson
Composer: Samuel Gonzales
Recording Artist: Francisco Rios
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Appendix C: Cast List
Mia: Gracie Silva
Cassidy: Burgan Luther
Bevin: Zaila Matthews
Sofia: Maddison Harrington
Jon: Peter Basden
Erik: Turner Crumbley
Daniela: Anna Watt
Abuela: Estela Colocho
Aunt Nadia: Lizeth Hutchings
Cassidy’s Mom: Wanda Cavalier
Young Mia: Kyra Kulcher
Sofia’s Friend: Adalin Brown
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The DVD copy of the thesis film The Piñata is located in the Earl K. Long Library.
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